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Abstract This study examines if the Korean fertility decline is driven by long-
term cohort changes or by fluctuating period changes. By using a classic age—
period—cohort model, a moment decomposition method, and a new summary fer-
tility measure— ‘cross-sectional average fertility’—I show that the Korean fertility
decline is primarily driven by period changes and that delayed childbearing has
important consequences for the onset of fertility decline. These findings are in line
with the existing literature in fertility changes such as theories of fertility transitions
and sociological accounts of fertility changes in Western countries in the twentieth
century. The policy implications of these findings are also discussed.
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Cohort, Period, and Fertility Transition

South Korea evolved from a high fertility country to a ‘lowest-low fertility’ country,
defined as period total fertility below 1.2 (Kohler et al. 2002), in less than a half
century. The period total fertility in South Korea was around 6.0 until the 1960s, but
has rapidly declined since then. The period total fertility dropped below the
replacement level (2.1) in 1983, and has continued declining ever since. According
to World Health Statistics 2010 (World Health Organization 2010), the period total
fertility in South Korea was 1.2 in 2008, which is the lowest among the countries
examined. This study examines this rapid fertility decline in South Korea by using a
classic age—period—cohort (APC) analysis, a moment decomposition method, and a
new summary fertility measure, ‘cross-sectional average fertility’ (CAF).
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